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Tale of Two Cities: 
The Tacna-Arica Patriotic Medal 
The One-in-a-Billion 
Conti Dollar Note 
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PAPER MONEY | BY LINDA S. SMITH & DENNIS CONTI 
A ONE-IN-A-BILLION POSSIBILITY 


THE STORIED 


CONTI NOTE 


A misaligned, misprinted $1 bill gains 
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The NUMISMATIST 


OOKING DOWN atthe 
$1 bill he had just re- 
ceived from a local 
bank, 16-year-old 
Dennis Conti noticed words 
and markings 
he had never 
seen before. | 
It was the 
first time in 
the history of 
U.S. paper 
money that 
anyone had 
seen a $1 bill 
with words 
printed on it © 
by the Bur- 
eau of En- 
graving that 
didn’t belong. 
Conti had | 
received a 
check made 
out for $10 
from one of 
his aunts in = - ae 
1968. He took it to a local 
Bridgeport, Connecticut, bank, 
and in return the teller gave 
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him 10 brand-new $1 bills. Conti 
counted them before he left the 
bank, and noticed that the front 
of the third specimen looked 
much different than the others. 


FEDERAL RESEEEWE WOKE | 


À THIS $1 NOTE (top) left the 
Bureau of Engraving and Print- 
ing with numerous printing er- 
rors, despite routine inspections 
by BEP staff. A normal $1 bill is 
shown at bottom. 


a special mystique. 


To keep it pristine, he later 
stored it between the pages of 
a Bible. 

And that is where this 
aaki would have ended had 
Conti not read 
a 2004 article 
|| on the Inter- 
IS | net describing 
an error note 
that included 
= some unusual 
printing. His 
interest was 
piqued, and re- 
membering his 
own unusual 
dollar, he read 
and reread the 
article. “Could 
that note still 
be where I left 
it so long ago? 
he wondered. 
Conti looked 
in his Bible, 
and there it 
was, just as he had placed it in 
1968. Conti has been searching 
for information about this par- 
ticular note ever since. 
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The Bureau of Engraving and Printing has the right, and the responsibility, 
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to confiscate any note that has been altered after leaving its facilities. 


Printing Errors 
One dollar bills are printed in 
three steps. The back is printed 
first, followed by the front. Fi- 
nally, the serial numbers, U.S. 
Treasury seals and Federal Re- 
serve seal are printed. The errors 
that Conti discovered on his $1 
note occurred between the sec- 
ond and third steps (which are 
covered in more detail on p. 56.) 

The note is a Series 1963, 
printed from 1963 to 1965. The 
unusual words REPAIR PARTS 
appear at the upper left, and 
the “G” (Chicago) Federal Re- 
serve seal is clearly printed over 
them. President George 
Washington’s face is 
overprinted with a green 
oval (used when centering ` 
plates on the press). To 
the right of the seal is UP, 
circled in green, and the 
date 1965. 


Real or Fake? 

Conti’s note tends to re- 
ceive unusual reactions 
from people. “Everyone 
wants to believe the error 
isn’t real,” he says, “so 
they turn it over, looking 
for typing indents, but there 
are none. These words were ac- 
tually printed on the note dur- 
ing the BEP printing press re- 
alignment process.” 

Secret Service and BEP ex- 
perts have assured Conti of the 
error’s authenticity. He also has 
obtained and retained numerous 
documents of testimony. 

In 2006 Conti traveled from 
Connecticut to Washington, 
D.C., after setting up a number 
of appointments with experts 
that included those with the 
BEP’s Robert D. Bernhard and 
the Smithsonian Institution’s 
Dr. Richard Doty. Conti showed 
the note to Bernhard, an author- 
ity in the Currency Processing 


Division, who then showed it to 
other BEP personnel (none of 
whom worked in the BEP’s 
printing division in 1965) for 
evaluation. They confirmed that 
the BEP’s presses, with their 
20,000 pounds of pressure, 
printed the additional words on 
the bill. They also verified that 
the ink used to print the errors 
was, in fact, that used by the 
BEP. No staff member employed 
at the BEP in 2006 had ever 
seen anything like it. 

Claudia Dickens, manager of 
the Division of External Affairs, 
Office of External Relations, 


A THE “I” AND “R” in the word “Repair” were 
overprinted with the U.S. Treasury Seal. 


agreed to write a personally 
signed letter attesting to the er- 
ror’s authenticity. She followed 
through on her promise. 

The Bureau of Engraving and 
Printing has the right, and the 
responsibility, to confiscate any 
note that has been altered after 
leaving its facilities. This was 
made clear to Conti during sev- 
eral earlier conversations with 
BEP personnel, who asked him, 
“Do you realize we will confis- 
cate your note [if it’s proven to 
have been altered]?” Conti 
replied that he was aware of the 
BEP’s policy and was willing to 
take that chance. 

Following the expert analysis 
and verified authenticity of 


the error (which took more 
than three hours and involved 
multiple departments), the 
BEP returned the note to Conti 
as unaltered legal tender. (After 
the note was authenticated, 
Conti, his wife and son en- 
joyed an escorted VIP tour of 
the U.S. Treasury.) 

During that same trip to 
Washington, D.C., Conti visited 
the Smithsonian Institution, 
where he met with Doty, then the 
curator of the Smithsonian’s 
National Numismatic Collection. 
Doty examined the bill and in- 
stantly knew it was authentic. 


How & When? 
The Bureau maintained 
handwritten records at 
the time of the note’s 
production, so its exact 
printing date is unknown, 
but obviously it was 
between 1963 and 1965. 
(The archived records 
were not available dur- 
ing Conti’s visit.) The 
best estimate, based on 
the serial number and 
available records, is that 
it was produced in Janu- 
ary 1965. (The series ceased 
to be printed in April 1965.) 
When the plates used in the 


offset printing become mis-. 


aligned, BEP pressmen make 
adjustments. During this proc- 
ess, the valuable original plates 
are replaced with inexpensive 
repair plates. The latter are 
simple, inexpensive substitutes 
that are used while the currency 
press is corrected. They carry 
no attributes of value. Engraved 
on this particular repair plate 
were the words REPAIR PARTS 
and UP circled in green; the date 
1965; and a green oval over 
Washington’s face. 

While the skewed press is be- 
ing fixed, sheets of bills are 
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make errors almost unavoidable. 


inserted into the press and 
printed until the misalignment 
is corrected. These incomplete 
practice sheets are destroyed. 
Those used for the Conti 
specimen, however, were not. 
When the note was printed, 
BEP employees inadvertently 
placed the sheet of “practice” 


A AN EARLY 1970S PHOTOGRAPH shows a 
Bureau of Engraving and Printing employee 
inspecting sheets of $1 notes for quality 
and errors. 


bills in with a stack of genuine 
notes that required the third 
and final printing. During this 
third printing, the presses were 
still misaligned. Thus, the 
printing on the Conti note re- 
mained irregularly shifted up. 
The Conti example was situ- 
ated in the lower-left corner of 
the printing plate. We know this 
because the “D2” notation on 
the front of the bill attests to 
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this specific location. Unfor- 
tunately, no one knows if other 
error notes were printed simul- 
taneously. (There could have 
been just one or as many as 
32. Within the past 48 years, 
no other note with these errors 
has been seen.) 

Once printed, the Conti error 


note was sent to Chicago, and 
then from Chicago to Bridge- 
port, Connecticut. Even though 
the note likely was printed in 
1965, Conti received it from a 
bank in 1968. Conti believes the 
note was kept in a vault in 
Chicago for three years, then 
shipped to New York, and finally 
on to Bridgeport. 


So Many Errors, 

Just One Bill 

A number of printing and distri- 
bution missteps occurred before 
Dennis Conti received the error 
note. First, the BEP printing 
presses were misaligned. Sec- 
ond, the machine remained out 


of alignment even after a repair- 
man performed a test to align 
the printing plates. Third, BEP 
personnel mistakenly placed the 
“test” sheet into a pile of sheets 
awaiting their third printing. 
Fourth, despite the watchful 
eyes of BEP experts—whose sole 
duty is to perform extensive 
quality checks —the 
note escaped detec- 
tion. Fifth, after lan- 
guishing for three 
years, the error note 
was shipped from Chi- 
cago to New York City 
and then to Bridgeport. 


What's Next? 

The value placed on 
any error note is rela- 
tive to the error’s rar- 
ity. According to the 
Bureau, printing paper 
money involves a mul- 
titude of steps. The 
complicated process, 
combined with the bil- 
lions of notes pro- 
duced annually, make 
errors almost unavoid- 
able. Most of these 
mistakes, however, are 
discovered today dur- 
ing multiple levels of machine 
and human inspection con- 
ducted prior to the notes enter- 
ing circulation. This is why er- 
ror notes are so interesting. 

Numismatists have said the 
chances of this note escaping de- 
tection by the BEP and finding 
its way into private hands are 
one in a billion. To paper money 
enthusiasts, it could be the Holy 
Grail of collectibles. 

The Conti note’s journey 
is fascinating. The $1 bill found 
by a Bridgeport, Connecticut, 
teenager in 1968, may, indeed, 
be destined for greatness. B 


The numerous printing steps, as well as the billions of notes produced annually, 
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